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ABSTRACT 
LABOR UNION MEMBERSHIP AND BLACK POLITICAL PARTICIPATION 
SEPTEMBER 2017 
TIAMBA M. WILKERSON, B.S., VIRGINIA COMMONWEALTH UNIVERSITY 
M.A., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST 
Directed by: Professor Jasmine Kerrissey 
Despite the connection between labor status and citizenship in Black history, 
little scholarly consideration has been given to the specific role of labor 
organizations in Black political participation. This research examines the impact of 
labor union membership on Black political activity in the immediate post-Civil 
Rights period, and argues that, similarly to churches and voluntary associations 
such as the NAACP, labor unions are an important vehicle for political mobilization 
of the Black community. Results show that Black union members were significantly 
more likely than non-members to participate in a range of electoral and non-
electoral political activities, and to a greater degree, especially members with less 
education. Considering both demographic shifts in the labor movement and the 
recent upsurge in Black political activity vis a vis the Black Lives Matter movement, 
understanding the potential of labor unions as a site of political activism for the 
Black community---one that can address both political and economic issues---could 
be important to the growth and sustenance of both movements.  
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CHAPTER 1 
 
INTRODUCTION 
In 1939, following a speech to Black cotton compress workers in Memphis, 
CIO organizer, Ed McCrea, notes, “All I talked about was what it meant to get 
organized, the only way workers could ever get a decent living or any kind of 
freedom…[you] didn’t have any trouble explaining this to blacks, with the kinds of 
oppression and conditions they had. It was a question of freedom” (Honey, 1993). 
What McCrea recognized among these workers was a profound awareness that their 
labor status was inextricably tied to their ability to access the rights of full 
citizenship in the United States.  
Indeed, it is in the history of African Americans where we see most keenly 
the recursive nature of race, labor and citizenship. Beginning with chattel slavery, 
enslaved Africans experienced the interlocking conditions of perpetual subjugated 
laborer and non-citizen (or, more egregiously, non-human), ineligible of the full 
rights and privileges reserved for white members of the newly found democracy. 
Later, in the century following emancipation, their descendants continued to face 
intense labor exploitation and oppressive working conditions; conditions that not 
only reflected their enduring social and political marginalization, but also often 
functioned to justify and perpetuate it. As a result, for many Black working people, 
the struggle for workplace rights could not be disconnected from the struggle for 
political rights. 
In spite of this link between labor status and citizenship for the Black 
community, little sociological consideration has been given to the significance of 
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labor to Black political life, particularly the role of labor organizations in Black 
political engagement. Labor studies research on political participation and labor 
unions tends to examine workers broadly, often treating race as a control variable. 
However, what role might labor organizations play in the civic lives of Black people 
specifically? While, historically, mainstream organized labor has had a tumultuous, 
and oftentimes downright hostile, relationship with the Black working class, shifts 
in union racial demographics over the last thirty to forty years have created a labor 
movement that is increasingly minority and female (Zullo, 2012). Also, despite the 
contentiousness, Black (and other minority group) workers overwhelmingly 
support labor unions and unionization compared to white workers (Chang, 2003; 
Defreitas, 1993; Kochan, 1979), and Black workers are more likely to be unionized 
that any other race of workers (BLS, 2017). Given these factors, labor scholars may 
want to give more serious consideration to the intersections of race and gender in 
the labor movement, especially as it relates to member politicization and 
mobilization. 
On the other hand, most examinations of Black political participation have 
focused primarily on the role of the “Black church” or voluntary associations, such 
as the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP). 
Undoubtedly, these organizations have been essential to mobilizing the Black 
community politically, notably in regards to encouraging and facilitating electoral 
participation. However, research also points to the positive impact of labor unions 
on voting habits as well (Juravich & Shergold, 1988; Leighley & Nagler, 2007; 
Radcliff, 2001). So, like churches and voluntary political organizations, labor unions 
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facilitate engagement with the political process in ways that might increase 
participation for the Black community. Considering the connection between labor 
marginalization and citizenship within the Black freedom struggle, scholars should 
not dismiss labor unions as an effective site for politicizing and mobilizing members 
of the Black community, especially the Black working class.   
Ultimately, scholars have failed to adequately explore the potentially fertile 
relationship between labor and Black politics. If labor unions, like the church or 
NAACP, are effective in mobilizing the Black community then they provide another 
site for Black political action---one that can also directly confront persistent 
racialized economic inequality and labor market marginalization. Alternatively, if 
the labor movement intends to survive increased attacks from right wing politicians 
and conservative courts, understanding how best to develop the political lives of its 
most steadfast rank-and-file members is crucial. Therefore, using the Roper Social 
and Political Trends data set (Roper Survey), this research attempts to address this 
gap by exploring the impact of union membership on various political activities, 
including both electoral and non-electoral actions among members of the Black 
community specifically. 
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CHAPTER 2 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
Social science examinations of organizational effects on political 
participation consistently find that voluntary association membership increases 
participation (Baumgartner and Walker, 1988; Pollock, 1982; Rogers, Bultena and 
Barb, 1975; Verba and Nie, 1972). Studies suggest that participation is an 
“unintended consequence” of group activity; it is within groups that people receive 
political information and learn basics about the democratic process, including skills 
necessary to be politically engaged (Brady, Verba, and Schlozman, 1995; Pollock, 
1982; Verba and Nie, 1972). However, organizations also mobilize members more 
“intentionally”, as members encourage and hold each other accountable for exerting 
political influence through mutually agreed upon activities (Pollock, 1982). These 
intentional and unintentional mobilizations have differing effects on members’ 
participation depending on members’ goals (Leighley, 1996). Additionally, while 
nonpolitical organizations have small effects on participation, researchers find 
larger effects with political organizations (Baumgartner and Walker, 1988; Pollock, 
1982). Therefore, organizations influence political participation in a variety of ways, 
primarily through the development of political consciousness, civic skills, and social 
networks. 
Most literature specifically exploring organizations and Black political 
activism has focused on either the role of the “Black church” or voluntary 
associations such as the NAACP. Alternatively, labor studies’ examinations of unions 
and political participation often treat race as a control, or have moved away from 
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the specific study of Black labor altogether. This blind-spot could be attributed to 
the racist history of organized labor (De Leon, 2017; Honey, 1993; Murillo and 
Chitty, 2001). If Black workers were marginalized in the mainstream labor 
movement, then it makes sense unions might not play a major role in encouraging 
and supporting Black working class political participation. However, we should not 
overlook the work of radical left unions that made, and continue to make, racial 
inclusion and racial solidarity central to their organizing efforts (Honey, 1993; 
Murillo and Chitty, 2001; Phillips, 2006).  Most importantly, the activism of Black 
workers and their impact on the labor movement should not be downplayed. Black 
labor activists and workers, themselves, played crucial roles in the labor movement 
despite white rank-and-file racism. They demanded recognition from 
predominantly white unions or developed their own workers’ organizations in 
response to racial exclusion and hostility; they did this while also organizing against 
racialized workplace inequalities (Green, 2013; Honey, 1993; Murrillo and Chitty, 
2001). Furthermore, as noted previously, Black workers remain ardent supporters 
of unionization, and are more likely to be unionized. So, though complicated, the 
relationship between the Black working class and the labor movement can still be a 
fruitful site of inquiry on a variety of socially relevant topics. 
 
A. Organizational Life and Black Political Participation 
By far the better known literature on Black political participation centers the 
Black church. Studies consistently find that church attendance alone does not 
significantly impact any form of political participation. Instead, it is the “politicized” 
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nature of the church that effects members’ political engagement (Brown and Brown, 
2003; Calhoun-Brown, 1996). Politicized churches are churches where congregants 
receive political messages in addition to religious doctrine; these are churches that 
“hold political awareness and activity as salient pieces of their identity” (McClerking 
and McDaniel, 2005:726). Studies find that political churches not only help to 
facilitate political action in congregants through such cost abatement activities as 
voter registration drives and information gathering on political issues (Harris, 1999; 
McClerking and McDaniel, 2005), but they also function as consciousness-raising 
and motivational vehicles which helps to increase political participation among 
parishioners (Calhoun-Brown, 1996). Additionally, membership in political 
churches provides an opportunity for individuals to develop certain civic and 
organizing skills through their church work that are useful for facilitating political 
activism (Brown and Brown, 2003; Harris, 1999). Finally, political church 
attendance creates certain social network ties and obligations found to be 
significant for increased political activism (Brown and Brown, 2003; Harris, 1999; 
McKenzie, 2004).  
Another set of literature on Black political participation examines the role of 
voluntary associations on the political activities of their members. Studies 
examining participation in the post-Civil Rights era suggest that as a result of 
advances in educational attainment and socioeconomic status overall Black 
voluntary association has shifted to less political organizational types, like sports 
clubs or fraternities (McMiller, 2000). These organizational types were shown to 
have smaller effects on political participation, typically on low initiative political 
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activities such as voting. Alternatively, though memberships have declined in the 
later post-Civil Right era, political voluntary associations still had the highest effect 
on Black political participation in general, but particularly on high initiative 
activities such as campaigning and contacting an elected official (McMiller, 2000). 
Therefore, voluntary association literature suggests that it is the political nature of 
these organizations that have the greatest impact on Black political participation. 
Ultimately, both these literatures suggest that it is the political nature of the 
organization that influences Black political participation through a variety of 
processes, such as consciousness-raising, skills development, and the creation of a 
politicized social network. Labor unions are inherently political organizations, 
though not purely voluntary associations; membership is contingent upon many 
factors outside of individual worker intentions to join. However, as discussed next, 
much like Black churches and voluntary associations, labor unions can be 
instrumental to political participation among its members. 
 
B. Unions and Political Participation 
Labor studies scholars argue that unions have served as the “most important 
political advocate for working people…” (Radcliffe and Davis, 2001). They give low 
and working class citizens a voice in policy, and to mitigate some of the advantages 
enjoyed by the business class in this respect (p. 133). As such, labor unions are 
inherently political in nature and function to empower members to directly engage 
in civic and political activities through a variety of processes, similar to the church. 
First, scholars argue that unions intentionally develop member organizational and 
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civic skills in order to achieve its organizational and political goals. Second, unions 
influence members’ political identities by exposing them to pro-union ideas and 
encouraging member participation in political action; and finally, unions directly 
mobilize their members to engage in politics and collective action (Kerrissey & 
Schofer, 2013). As a result, labor union membership can have significant positive 
effects on a variety of political activities. 
There is considerable research exploring the importance of union 
membership on the voting habits of members. Early research confirmed links 
between union membership and voting habits, concluding that union members were 
more likely to be registered and to vote than the general population (Juravich & 
Shergold, 1988; Delaney et.al, 1988). Later research examined the impact of union 
effects on voting habits finding a strong association between union ratio and voter 
turnout (Zullo, 2013); larger effects with lower socioeconomic status voters (Zullo, 
2008); that living in a union household increases the probability of members of that 
household voting, and a greater aggregate union density increases the probability of 
voting by all citizens (Radcliffe, 2001). Where race was examined, one study found 
that labor run mobilizations increased voter turnout among a sample of Latino 
voters in three Los Angeles County elections (Lamare, 2010).  Other research of 
industrialized democracies, including the U.S., found higher levels of electoral 
participation, suggesting that rates of unionization are important determinants in 
the size of the electorate, and that, particularly in the U.S., declining union 
membership might be a key factor in declining voter participation rates (Radcliffe & 
Davis, 2000).  
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For non-voting forms of participation, studies confirm that a high density 
union context positively impacts many forms of civic engagement (e.g. petition 
signing, attending a rally, and marching) for non-union members (Zullo, 2012), and 
unions help to facilitate member office holding, particularly for public sector 
occupations (Sojourner, 2013). Additionally, research by Kerrisey and Schofer 
(2013) find that union members were consistently more politically active than 
nonmembers, and this effect was broad, “spanning most types of political and civic 
involvement, including voting, protesting, signing petitions, association membership 
and so on…”(p. 919). They explain that many of the largest, and most significant 
effects were found in the areas of social protest, electoral participation, and political 
outcomes. More importantly, they found that the effects of union membership on 
voting, protest and civic membership were strongest for workers with low levels of 
education (p. 920), suggesting that unions provide opportunities for otherwise 
marginalized groups to engage in the political process. 
 
C. Race, Unionism, and Political Activism 
If unions serve as vehicles for and towards political engagement for workers 
in general, and can be particularly important for marginalized workers, then we 
should expect union membership to increase the participation of Black workers---
whose experience in U.S. is one of political and social marginalization founded in 
labor exploitation. We see some support for this hypothesis in several qualitative 
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research studies on union membership and political participation in Latino and 
immigrant working communities.  
In a case study of SEIU Florida Healthcare Union (SEIU FHU), Nissen (2010) 
found that members, primarily of immigrant women of color, have been involved in 
a wide range of political and civic activities, including activism against immigrant 
raids, and for immigration reform. Additionally, they have organized large voter 
registration and voting drives, as well as participate in protests demanding that 
votes be counted (p. 54). During interviews these union members explained that 
they were “politically transformed” by their involvement with the union; they all 
expressed having become more interested in politics and the news, being more 
likely to vote, and being more interested in lobbying public officials about issues of 
importance (p. 55-59). Nissen explains that the members, particularly those who 
had taken on leadership roles, expressed feeling empowered by the union (p. 62). 
 Additionally, Terriquez (2011) finds a similar experience among Latino 
immigrant parents in Los Angeles. In this mixed methods study Terriquez examines 
whether the sense of empowerment these union members felt when engaging in the 
political process, extended beyond “union-sponsored efforts”. Specifically, she 
wanted to see whether the organizing and leadership skills these workers were 
developing inside the union were translating to participation in civic activities 
related to their children’s education. She found that, like Nissen, many of these 
immigrant participants articulated finding a voice and being empowered by their 
union participation (p. 593). However, Terriquez also found that this did not 
translate into broad, blanket school civic participation. Rather, her results suggests 
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that while union participation may positively impact critical civic engagement 
(participating in decision-making processes, and organizing around collective 
efforts for school improvement), they do not necessarily increase plug-in forms of 
civic engagement (volunteer activities usually lead by a school official) (p. 590-592).  
 
The specific examination of labor unions’ impact on Black political 
participation is mixed and incomplete. However, the existing literature suggests that 
the organizational characteristics of labor unions makes them an effective vehicle 
for political engagement for the Black community, similarly to churches and 
voluntary associations. Furthermore, contemporary analysis of voluntary political 
associations and churches have critiqued these organizations for failing to 
adequately address issues of poverty and economic inequality in the Black 
community, with adverse consequences for political activism beyond voting (Harris, 
2005; Johnson, 2002; Lawless & Fox, 2001). The pursuit of economic equality is the 
foundation of labor union activity and, as such, unions are primed to fill the 
organizational gap left by those institutions. Though they are conceived as primarily 
focused on workplace issues, unions also often engage with the larger social and 
political world in order to achieve its defined objective of improving the lives of the 
working class. Its primary means of doing this is through stimulating and facilitating 
member political activity. The outcome of this work is a membership that sees itself 
as fully equipped to engage with political process and advocate on behalf of 
workers.  
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 Given the inherent politicized nature of labor unions, as well as their 
active role in raising member consciousness, developing workers’ civic skills, and 
creating social network ties, it appears they could be an important vehicle for 
political participation in the Black community. Specifically, we should expect that 
labor union membership has a positive effect on participation across a range of 
political activities, as well as on the extent of that participation, and that these 
effects are greater for those of lower socioeconomic status. For this, I examine three 
broad types of activities; electoral actions, collective actions, and organizational 
participation. Additionally, I examine union effects on political participation among 
lower socioeconomic status workers in the Black community.  
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CHAPTER 3 
DATA AND METHODOLOGY 
A. Sample 
This research analyzes the Black respondents of the Roper Social and 
Political Trends (Roper Survey) data set, a nationally representative survey 
conducted ten times a year between 1973 and 1994 focusing on political 
participation in the U.S. Despite its age, the Roper Survey provides one of the best 
options for analyzing the role of union membership on political participation in the 
Black community for several reasons. First, the data set contains a sizable sample of 
Black respondents. Out of the total 406,794 total survey respondents, 36,555 are 
Black, roughly 9 percent. Of these cases, 4,709 respondents (approximately 13%) 
are union members. Though small, both percentages are fairly consistent with 
national averages of total Black population and union membership for this time 
period (Curme, et. al., 1990; Kokkelenberg & Sockell, 1985).  
Next, the immediate post-Civil Rights years are a significant period in Black 
social and political life as well as in the labor movement. For instance, we see an 
increase in Black political representation, with notable elections like Mayor 
Maynard Jackson in Atlanta, and Governor Douglas Wilder in Virginia. However, 
other social and economic issues emerge during this period that had 
disproportionately negative effects on the Black community, such as the War on 
Drugs, and “Reagonomics”. Conversely, many of these shifts also had significant 
impacts on the labor movement. This survey provides an opportunity to better 
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understand the relationship between the labor movement and the Black community 
during a time when both were experiencing profound changes.  
Finally, the survey asked a series of political participation questions that 
measured respondents’ actions rather than their political attitudes and opinions. 
Political education of its members is crucial to labor union mobilization, and 
member attitudes can be a useful measure of whether these programs are 
successful. However, what effect, if any, do those consciousness-raising efforts have 
on member activity? Specifically, this project argues that labor unions mobilizes the 
Black community towards political activity, much like the church and other 
voluntary organizations. They do this by providing a politicized environment where 
Black workers develop useful civic and organizational skills, as well as create social 
network ties that encourage members to, and hold them accountable for, engaging 
in various forms of political participation. Therefore, this study is interested in 
whether labor union membership translates into political behaviors within the 
Black community.  
 
B. Methods 
 This analysis begins by examining basic descriptive patterns of respondents’ 
political habits by union membership. Next, I use logistic regressions to explore 
dichotomous dependent variables, and negative binomial regression for count 
outcomes. I later examine interaction effects of union membership across education 
and income.  
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C. Dependent Variables 
 For this project, political participation is measured using several 
dichotomous variables which capture various forms of political actions outside of 
voting.1 In the “Political Activities Series” section of the Roper survey, respondents 
were asked "Now here is a list of things some people do about government or 
politics. Have you happened to have done any of those things in the past year? 
Which ones?” Here, I examine three key types of political activities: electoral 
activities, collective actions, and organizational participation. Electoral activities 
include those actions that require direct involvement with the electoral process: 
“written to a congressman or senator” (contact), “worked for a political party” 
(political party), and “held or run for political office” (run for/held office). Collective 
actions are non-electoral, extra-organizational, community based activities 
traditionally associated with local grassroots political activism, such as “signed a 
petition” (signed petition), “attended a public meeting on town or school affairs” 
(attended public meeting), and “attended a political rally or speech” (attended 
political rally). Finally, organizational participation examines respondents’ 
affiliations with other formal organizations. These include “been a member of some 
                                                          
1 Though an emphasis on voting rights has been central to Black political struggle, particularly during the 
time period of the survey (1974-1994), this project investigates non-voting political actions for several 
reasons. First, exclusion of voting habits is, to some degree, a function of the data; the Roper survey does 
not include a voting variable. More importantly, however, this study is principally interested in whether 
labor union membership promotes a deeper level of civic engagement as demonstrated through 
participation in political activities requiring greater investments of time and resources. As both the labor 
movement and the Black Liberation Struggle shift into new phases of activity with campaigns such as the 
“Fight for $15” and “Black Lives Matter”, understanding the impact of union membership on more overtly 
political, grassroots activities within the Black community can be worthwhile for mobilization efforts.       
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organization interested in better government” (member), “served on a committee 
for some local organization” (committee), and “served as an officer of some club or 
organization” (officer). These categories represent a range of political actions, from 
the more traditional, mainstream electoral forms of participation, to the potentially 
more radical forms of collective actions. Each variable is coded 1 if the respondent 
answered “yes” or 0 if the respondent answered “no”.  
 In addition to these activities variables, I also explore to what extent union 
membership impacts political activity overall. To do this, I create a “total political 
activities” index, combining all dichotomous measures of political participation; its 
scores range from 0 to 9, with a score of 9 indicating respondents had done all 
political activities included in this analysis. 
 
D. Independent Variables 
 The independent variable of interest is union membership. The original 
Roper survey union measure included three categories: “No one belongs to union,” 
“Respondent belongs to union,” and “Other family member belongs to union.” Here, 
the variable was recoded to create a new dichotomous measure of respondent’s 
union membership versus non-membership, combining the “no one belongs…” and 
“other family member…” responses, and coding them as “0”.  
 Additionally, in order to examine the effect of union membership net of other 
factors, several dichotomous demographic and socioeconomic control variables that 
might influence political participation were also included in this analysis such as 
gender (Coffe & Bolzendahl, 2010; Welch, 1977, Verba, Burns & Schlozman, 1997), 
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age (Burr, Caro, and Moorhead, 2002; Jennings, 1979; Miller, et. al., 1981), marital 
status (Stoker & Jennings, 1995), and several measures of socioeconomic status 
such as education, household income, and occupation (Brady, Verba, & Schlozman, 
1995; Hillygus, 2005; Kam & Palmer, 2008). For this analysis, marital status and 
gender were coded 1 if the respondent was married or male, respectively; all other 
responses for each variable were coded as 0. Age was coded into 3 categories: “less 
than 25”, “25-54”, “55 and older”. Finally, using Roper’s “job type” variable, I created 
dichotomous variables of six occupational categories: “professional”, “technical”, 
“sales”, “skilled”, “service”, “unskilled”. Each variable was coded 1 for respondents 
whose occupation fit the category, 0 if they did not.       
It is important to note that my analytical focus is on the actions of the more 
socioeconomically marginalized segments of the Black community. Existing 
literature suggests that, in general, higher socioeconomic status (SES) individuals 
are more likely to participate in the political process, for a myriad reason. In this 
case, I would expect to see higher odds of participation across all dependent 
variables for this group. However, what effect does union membership have on 
encouraging political participation among less socioeconomically advantaged 
members of the Black community, particularly? Therefore, the education and 
income variables are coded to analyze the effect of union membership on those with 
the lowest levels of education and income. Specifically, to create the “high school or 
less” education variable, responses of “no school”, “grade school”, and “high school” 
were combined and coded as 1, while responses of “college” were coded as 0. For 
the “low income” variable, Roper’s “household income in CPI adjusted dollars” 
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income measure was recoded into quartiles, then used to create a dichotomous 
income variable with the lowest quartile coded as 1 and all other quartiles coded as 
0.   The detailed descriptive statistics of the sample can be found in Table 1. 
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CHAPTER 4 
RESULTS 
A. Descriptive Results 
Table 1 (See Appendix A) shows the sample subpopulations and the variables 
used in the regressions for my analysis. I have divided the data into two columns to 
show differences in mean and standard deviations between Black union members 
and non-union members. Overall, these statistics reveal larger means for union 
members in each form of political participation included in this analysis. In other 
words, higher percentages of union members answered “yes” to having engaged in 
both electoral and non-electoral political activities. These numbers are consistent 
with existing literature on union membership and political participation. 
Additionally, the mean for the measure of total number of political activities is 
higher for union households. Finally, union members have higher average incomes, 
working in technical, sales, skilled, and service occupations, and with more college 
educated members. Note this table reports the average household income in dollars; 
however, regression models use the dichotomous measure of income described 
earlier. 
 
B. Electoral Actions 
The results of the regression analysis for electoral political activities are 
shown in Table 2 (See Appendix B). Here, unions have large and similar effects on 
both political party work and contacting. Specifically, Black union members having 
60 percent greater odds of working for a political party (exp (.469)=1.60) than non-
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union members. Next, I see 59 percent greater odds of contacting a congressman or 
senator (exp (.466)=1.59) among members versus non-members. These results 
seem consistent with mainstream labor movement’s emphasis over the last thirty to 
forty years on influencing and mobilizing members around electoral politics, 
particularly presidential elections, as well as its relationship to the Democratic Party 
(Dark, 2001; Francia, 2010; Lichtenstein, 2011). Additionally, I find that running for 
and holding office (exp (.157)=1.17) is not significant. This suggests that unions 
have been less successful in supporting Black union members’ political office 
aspirations, despite existing literature on the positive impact of labor unions on 
members’ electoral campaigns and office-holding (Sojourner, 2013).  
Overall, labor unions do appear to encourage Black members to participate in more 
resource costly electoral activities. 
 
C. Collective Actions 
 Next, Table 3 (See Appendix C) shows the effects of union membership on 
collective forms of participation. Similar to electoral political activities, I find 
positive and significant effects of union membership on collective actions across the 
board. Specifically, Black union members have 48 percent greater odds of signing a 
petition (exp(.390)=1.48), followed by 42 percent greater odds of attending a 
political rally or speech (exp(.354)=1.42), and 22 percent greater odds of attending 
a public meeting (exp(.202)=1.22). Though these effects are smaller than as those 
for electoral participation, they might suggest that, like churches, union membership 
creates social bonds among its members, promoting the feelings of community 
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foundational to collective action, resulting in increased odds of engaging in these 
kinds of political activities. 
 
D. Organizational Participation 
The results for organizational forms of civic activity are shown in Table 4 
(See Appendix D). Here, I find Black union members have 36 percent greater odds of 
being a member of some group interested in better government (exp (.309)=1.36, 
and 33 percent greater odds of serving on a committee for some local organization 
(exp (.287)=1.33). I find the smallest union effect on serving as an officer of some 
club or organization, with Black union members having 22 percent greater odds of 
being club officers than non-union members,  (exp (.199)=1.22). These results 
suggest that while unions do encourage political engagement vis-a-vis other 
voluntary association memberships, they seem less effective at facilitating higher 
levels of participation typical for leadership roles among Black union members in 
these organizations. 
 
E. Union Effect by Income and Education 
Next, I examine whether labor unions are effective in facilitating political 
engagement among lower SES segments of the Black community. Table 6 (See 
Appendix E) examines the interactions between union membership, education and 
income for the various political actions. First, I find that while the interaction 
between income and union membership is positive---indicating a greater effect for 
lower income Black respondents---these effects are not significant for all political 
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activities. This results show that lower income union members have greater odds of 
working for a political party, signing a petition, attending a political rally, being a 
member of an organization interested in better government, serving on a committee 
of a local group, and becoming an officer of a local organization. These results seem 
to suggest that unions do not consistently mitigate the obstacle of income disparity 
between members of the Black community where broader political participation is 
concerned. For the interaction of education and unionism, results indicate the effect 
is positive and significant for all political activities, except running for office, 
indicating a larger union effect for those with lower levels of education. These 
higher effects may point to the effectiveness of union consciousness-raising efforts 
in facilitating political participation among less educated members of the Black 
working class. 
 
F. Degree of Political Participation 
 Finally, results in Table 6 (See Appendix F) show the relationship between 
union membership and the degree of political action by examining respondents’ 
total political activities in a year. As expected, total political participation was higher 
among union members. Specifically, the expected log count in total number of 
political activities is .326 higher for union members versus non-union members. To 
explore this further, Figures 1 shows the predicted probabilities of engaging in any 
political activity. Here, the predicted probability of engaging in any political activity 
in a year for union members is .84 compared to .753 for non-union members. 
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Additionally, when examining interactions between union membership and 
education, or income, results show that, unlike earlier findings, the union effect is 
positive and significant for those with both lower levels of education and low 
income. This might suggest that while unions do not entirely offset the economic 
barriers to all kinds of political engagement, they still encourage increased political 
activity among lower SES members of the Black community overall. 
 
Figure 1. Total Participation In A Year 
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CHAPTER 5 
CONCLUSION 
Though churches and voluntary associations have traditionally been 
regarded as the principal vehicles driving politicization in the Black community, 
these results show that  labor organizations’ ability to mobilize Black people around 
a broad social justice agenda should also be given significant consideration. The 
results of the research presented here confirm that labor organizations, specifically 
labor unions, in much the same way as churches and voluntary associations, provide 
a structure, political in nature, where Black workers can gain vital civic and 
organizational skills, a political education, and foster social network ties necessary 
to develop as leaders and active agents, not just within the workplace, but also in the 
larger community. These mechanisms are reflected in the results for electoral 
activities, where I find the strongest effects on all but one of these activities. Political 
actions such as working for a political party and contacting a government official 
clearly demonstrate union members’ application of civic skills learned through 
union work. Additionally, I find, though not as strong, positive and significant effects 
for every form of collective, grassroots-style forms of participation, such as 
attending rallies and public meetings. These again point to not only the application 
of civic skills, but also suggest the development of a spirit of collective action most 
likely cultivated within the support and accountability structures of strong social 
networks created through union membership and as a result of labor union political 
education efforts. Ultimately, the results show that labor unions did in fact play 
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some role in facilitating Black political participation in the immediate period 
following the Civil Rights Movement. 
More importantly, these results point to the potential influence of labor 
unions as an institution in the Black liberation struggle, particularly as the face of 
the mainstream labor movement becomes more diverse. As more unions embrace a 
social movement unionist model, members will be encouraged to situate themselves 
within a sociopolitical context, reinforcing for Black workers the principles already 
underlying Black political thought. Additionally, given the critiques around the Black 
churches’ and voluntary associations’ failure to effectively address issues of poverty 
and class in the Black community, the inherent class-based nature of labor unions 
presents an opportunity for enfranchising and politicizing the economically 
marginalized segments of the Black community in important ways. While much has 
changed since the Roper Survey data was collected, and more recent data is needed, 
we find some very recent examples of the broad political analysis and social justice 
activism within the Black working class, particularly Black union members. For 
instance, in 2013 Black members of United Electrical Workers Local 150 in North 
Carolina were arrested during protests as part of the “Moral Mondays” campaign 
organized by the state NAACP around issues of poverty in the state. More recently, 
the International Longshoreman’s Association (ILA) Local 1422 organized a May 
Day walk-out protesting the police murder of South Carolina man, Walter Scott, with 
the Bay Area’s International Longshore and Warehouse Union (ILWU) Local 10 also 
walking off the job in solidarity. Furthermore, activists continue to make political 
connections between “Fight for $15” the movement to increase the federal 
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minimum wage as well as gain unionization rights for low wage workers---many of 
whom are people of color---and Black Lives Matter, a movement to end state and 
state-sanctioned violence against Black people in the U.S. The struggle for worker 
rights and political rights continues to overlap in significant ways in the lives of 
Black people. So then we see that, just as in 1939, Black working class activism 
continues to be crucial to the success of the broader Black Liberation struggle.  
Unfortunately, just as attacks on the political and social advances made 
during the Civil Rights era have gained steam, and as Black activists continue to 
struggle against state violence and repression, labor unions are also finding it more 
and more difficult to organize any segment of workers within the current pro-
business, conservative context of the U.S. Faced with declining membership 
numbers, significant legal constraints, and popular skepticism about their present-
day utility, unions are experiencing considerable difficulty in galvanizing workers 
even around workplace centered issues, let alone larger social problems. Though 
recent battles by “Fight for $15” have led to some small local victories for workers, 
the labor movement still faces considerable obstacles. Keeping in mind that from 
1983 to 2008 the proportion of white union members dropped from 78% to 69%, 
while the rate for Latino and other ethnic minorities grew (except for Black people 
which remained steady at about 13%) (Leymon, 2011; Zullo, 2012, p. 145), union 
membership, and leadership, is becoming more diverse, and representative of 
changing face of the U.S. labor movement. The difficulties of labor unions to organize 
workers broadly, could have considerable consequences for further 
27 
 
disenfranchising already political marginalized groups, such as the Black working 
class. 
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APPENDIX B 
LOGISTIC REGRESSION: THE EFFECTS OF UNION MEMBERSHIP ON 
ELECTORAL ACTIONS 
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LOGISTIC REGRESSION: THE EFFECTS OF UNION MEMBERSHIP ON 
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APPENDIX D 
LOGISTIC REGRESSION: THE EFFECTS OF UNION MEMBERSHIP ON 
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LOGISTIC REGRESSION: INTERACTION OF UNION MEMBERSHIP WITH 
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